Testing for causality and prognosis: etiological and prognostic models.
Etiological research aims to investigate the causal relationship between putative risk factors (or determinants) and a given disease or other outcome. In contrast, prognostic research aims to predict the probability of a given clinical outcome and in this perspective the pathophysiology of the disease is not an issue. Multivariate modeling is a fundamental tool both to infer causality and to investigate prognostic factors in epidemiological research. The analytical approaches to etiological and prognostic studies are strictly dependent on the research question and imply knowledge of the main statistical procedures for model building and data interpretation. In this paper we describe the application of multivariate statistical modeling in etiological and prognostic research. We will mainly focus on the differences in model building and data interpretation between these two areas of epidemiologic research.